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Abstract
Purpose – The authors aim to present a structural guide for data collection in a participant-oriented, B2B context.
Design/methodology/approach – A three-stage interview process following the work of Seidman is presented, along with key issues on how to
plan, structure, and execute a B2B interview-based hermenuetic ethnographic study.
Research limitations/implications – The framework presented in this paper provides strong theoretical foundation for further theory development in
global industrial marketing research and managerial cognition research. However, given the conceptual nature of the research, empirical scrutiny and
further conceptual and empirical research are required.
Originality/value – There is a serious gap in the literature when addressing the issue of B2B contextual studies, focusing on managers, manufacturers,
and various other professional personnel.
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Introduction
In the marketing academic community in general, and in B2B
research in particular, the dominant scientific method is one-
sided and predominantly utilizes the deductive hypotheses-
testing approach (Hunt, 2002). In any research situation, it is
vital that the “problem” dictate the selection of a
methodology adopted, rather than the reverse where the
methodology must adapt itself to the “problem” While
statistical data are considered to be most useful when there is
a need to identify the specific magnitude of a problem or issue
(Dervin and Clark, 1987), qualitative data are of greater value
in the identification of underlying causes, as well as the
understanding of the processes. In a discipline as applied as
marketing, qualitative methods enable a deeper
understanding of behavior, rather than a shallow
representation of intentions. This paper is based on the
tenet that interpretive methodologies are appropriate to cope
with market strategy formation in dynamic market settings.
Hence, we provide a structural tool for researchers who
consider a methodology that seeks to elicit information
regarding both the needs and motivations of the participants
and potential uses of the resource that is being investigated, as
a means of informing and providing support to researchers
and practitioners.
In conducting qualitative exploratory marketing studies,
Fournier and Mick (1999) advocate serving a provocative role
in mature research by distancing from historically dominant
paradigms to question, revitalize, and redirect research along
emergent lines. They suggest that data collection and analysis
be performed with careful attention given to sociocultural and
personal lived experiences, thus allowing for representation of
context and meaning in participants’ experiences. However,
this application of a hermeneutic phenomenology is usually
found in studies about consumers, as opposed to managers
and other professionals who more typically represent
participants in a B2B context. A qualitative study, in any
variation (B2B or B2C), is fundamentally exploratory in
nature (Seidman, 1998). If, indeed, research aims to better
understand a phenomenon, the qualitative paradigm is more
efficient and inherently designed to provide an initial
groundbreaking, theory-building explanation (Woodside and
Wilson, 2003).
The challenge in B2B marketing research is in how to
incorporate ethnographic storytelling into the discipline.
Participant narratives can be utilized to distill a richer
understanding of that which is to be investigated. We
therefore answer the call to advance the hermeneutical
framework (Arnold and Fischer, 1994) by providing it with an
applied extension for B2B research. The principal objective
here is to provide a guide for applied data collection for
achieving deeper sense-making of what happened and why it
happened – including how participants interpret outcomes of
what happened and the dynamics of emic and etic sense-
making.
As a grounding theoretical framework, we adopt theories
developed by cognitive anthropologists such as Strauss and
Quinn (1997), D’Andrade (1981), Colby (1996) and Tyler
(1969). Hermeneutic phenomenology, as interpreted by Van
Manen (1990) and developed by Shu¨tz and Luckman (1973),
is used as a theoretical knowledge base. Most importantly, in-
depth interviewing, as described and prescribed by Seidman
(1998), is adapted into a B2B marketing research context.
Although these forms of inquiry are diverse (Spiegelberg,
1982, pp. 1-19; Zaner and Ihde, 1973, pp. 333-74), there
exist within these diversities some fundamental and shared
principles, which form its basic “infrastructure”. These
principles include an interest in understanding the
phenomena of interest from the “inside”, in the study of the
life world, in comprehending the meaning of everyday
experiences and in providing trustworthy insights of our
“social” world. As the concept is used here, hermeneutic
phenomenological human science is interested in the human
world as we find it in all its diverse aspects. Unlike other
research approaches in marketing that may make use of
experimental or artificially created test situations, our
approach to human science wishes to meet human beings –
participants – where they are naturally engaged in their
worlds.
This paper is also based on the epistemological premises
that B2B markets are socially constructed and thus that
business market players and entities enact their environments
(Starbuck, 1982; Weick, 1979; Strati, 1998; Sutcliffe and
Huber, 1998). We propose that researchers should therefore
employ a methodology that enables the study of participants’
cognitions and changes in these cognitions. Our aim is to
grasp the processes of the formation of participant preferences
and how these preferences dictate behavior. We begin with a
brief overview of the framework for an interview-based B2B
phenomenological ethnography. This is followed by an
explication of the three-stage interview process. The next
sections focus on key issues in the interview process, the
length of the three-stage process, the validity of the process,
and the practice of interviewing. The hermeneutic data
collection section provides a guide with various
recommendations on the appropriate application of the
three-stage interview process. The paper ends with
conclusions and final comments focusing on the
maintenance of the structure and possible methodological
flexibility in the proposed process.
B2B phenomenological ethnography
While interpretive methods have long been accepted as valid
and efficient in consumer research, B2B research, with its
inherent relevance to managers, has not shared this
acceptance. However, we contend that most discovery-
oriented projects’ goals (especially if they are B2B) dictate
the use of ethnographic, phenomenological interviewing over
more structured approaches to inquiry. By permitting an
understanding of the subjective meanings of participants’
lived professional experiences, the technique is better suited
for establishing validity of research propositions.
In addition, an interpretive research approach is
appropriate for more actionable and more relevant
prescriptions to managers (Starkey and Madan, 2001). In
fact, interpretive research methods allow for explanations that
are highly contextualized and that lead to actionable
recommendations and prescriptions, a characteristic that is
crucial to business markets. That way, an interpretive
methodology might be one of the pillars that help bridge the
so-called relevance gap (Starkey and Madan, 2001; Weick,
2001) between academic theories and managerial practice. As
early as 1973, Jackson Grayson phrased the problem of lack of
relevance in the following way:
. . . management science has grown so remote from and unmindful of the
conditions of “live” management that it has abdicated its usability. [. . .]
Managers and management scientists are operating as two separate cultures,
each with its own goals, languages, and methods (Grayson, 1973, p. 41).
Researchers can use a variety of techniques to collect data. A
marketing researcher may choose to observe the experience of
individuals who make up an organization or carry out a
process. Social abstractions can be understood through the
experiences of the individuals who work and live upon which
the abstractions are built (Ferrarotti, 1981). For instance,
despite a great deal of research on B2B issues, very little has
involved the perspective of the retailers, managers,
consultants, advertisers, agents, corporate buyers,
employees, salespeople, stakeholders, product designers, and
customer service representatives, whose individual and
collective experience constitutes how the market comes to
understand these issues.
A researcher who wants to understand the dynamics of
contemporary B2B market elements may decide to examine
personal and institutional documents, make observations,
explore history, conduct experiments and distribute
questionnaires. If, however, the researcher’s goal is to
understand the meaning participants make of their personal
and professional experience, then interviewing provides a
more effective way of inquiry.
The fitness of a research method depends on the intention
of the research and the questions being asked (Locke, 1989).
For a question such as “How do managers behave in this
company?”, participant observation might be adequate. If the
question is “How does the marketing orientation of a
company correlate with overall management attitude?” then
a survey may be appropriate. If there is interest in
understanding whether a new product design affects
corporate procurement policies, then a quasi-experimental,
controlled study might be effective. However, research
interests are not always so precise. In many cases, there are
multiple levels and as a result, multiple methods may need to
be in use.
Phenomenological ethnographic interviewing enables an
understanding of participants’ thought processes, values,
aspirations, and professional and life stories in context. In-
depth interviewing leads to a more conscious awareness of the
power of the social and organizational context of people’s
experience. Interviewing provides a deeper understanding of
the issues, structures, processes, and policies that permeate
participants’ stories. It gives a fuller appreciation of the
complexities and difficulties of change. In-depth interviewing
is an approach which attempts to study the “lived experience”
(Seidman, 1998), or the “‘Life-world,’ [. . .] the world as
participants immediately experience it pre-reflectively rather
than as they conceptualize, categorize, or reflect on it’ (Schu¨tz
and Luckmann, 1973; Husserl, 1982).
The purpose of in-depth interviewing is to explore the
experience of others and the meaning they make of that
experience (Seidman, 1998). Interviews are especially
beneficial when motivated to provide “thick descriptions”
(Geertz, 1973; Sanday, 1979, Woodside and Wilson, 2003),
when the main objective is to achieve deep understanding of
participant thought paths and decisions. In order to distill a
deeper meaning, the observer needs to understand the
behavior in context. A basic assumption in in-depth
interviewing research is that the meaning people make of
their experience affects the way they carry out that experience.
This is especially important in a B2B context. Observing
managers only provides access to their behavior. Having them
fill in surveys restricts their ability to both provide personal
input and make meaning of their experiences. However,
interviewing allows us to put their behavior in context and to
understand their actions.
Some marketing questions are best addressed in a narrative
form. Consider an interest in learning what it is like for a
brand manager to perform her job, what her experience is,
and what meaning she makes of that experience: Schutz
(1967) defines this type of understanding as “subjective
understanding”, exploring the subject’s perspective. This type
of information may be collected by interviewing.
The method called interviewing covers a wide array of
practices. At one end of the continuum are tightly structured
formats, survey interviews with preset, standardized, normally
closed questions. At the other end, are open-ended,
unstructured, anthropological interviews that some (e.g.
Spradley, 1979) describe as friendly conversations. We
propose an adaptation to a marketing context of what
Seidman (1998) calls in-depth, phenomenologically based
interviewing. The method combines life-history interviewing
(Bertaux, 1981) and focused, in-depth interviewing informed
by assumptions drawn from phenomenology, specifically from
Alfred Schutz (1967).
We prefer an interview approach that consists of a
combination of theoretical positions, where interviewers for
the most part use open-ended questions. Their major task is
to build upon and explore the responses of participants to the
interviewer’s questions. The goal is to have participants
reconstruct their experiences relevant to the topic. This
method is suitable to almost any issue involving the
experience of contemporary people (Seidman, 1998), and
seems the most appropriate for B2B studies.
Creswell (1998) describes the procedure that is followed in
a phenomenological approach to be undertaken in a natural
setting where the researcher is an instrument of data
collection who gathers words or pictures, analyzes them
inductively, focuses on the meaning of participants, and
describes a process that is expressive and persuasive in
language (p. 14).
Creswell (1998) presents the procedure in a
phenomenological ethnography as follows:
1 The researcher begins (the study) with a full description
of his or her own experience of the phenomenon (p. 147).
2 The researcher then finds statements (in the interviews)
about how individuals are experiencing the topic, lists out
these significant statements (horizonalization of the data)
and treats each statement as having equal worth, and
works to develop a list of non-repetitive, non-overlapping
statements (p. 147).
3 These statements are then grouped into “meaning units”:
the researcher lists these units, and he or she writes a
description of the “textures” (textural description) of the
experience – what happened – including verbatim
examples (p. 150).
4 The researcher next reflects on his or her own description
and uses imaginative variation or structural description,
seeking all possible meanings and divergent perspectives,
varying the frames of reference about the phenomenon,
and constructing a description of how the phenomenon
was experienced (p. 150).
5 The researcher then constructs an overall description of
the meaning and the essence of the experience (p. 150).
6 This process is followed first for the researcher’s account
of the experience and then for that of each participant.
After this, a “composite” description is written (p. 150).
Interestingly, the above process overlooks the crucial step of
data collection and conducting interviews. It is for this reason
that we found it necessary to modify Seidman’s (1998) Three
Interview Series Model utilizing Van Manen’s (1991)
conceptualization of hermeneutic-phenomenology to offer a
structure that provides their practicality, coherence, and sense
of creativity and their structured forms. Our approach, not
unlike Seidman’s (1998), is one which favors the specific
articulation and importance of context; the need for the
development of creative approaches and procedures when
implementing research studies, (which should be uniquely
suited to both the project and the individual researcher); and
an understanding and awareness of “self” within the context
of the study limitations.
The three-stage interview
Seidman’s model of in-depth, phenomenological interviewing
involves conducting a series of three separate interviews with
each participant. Schuman (1982) designed the series of three
interviews, which allows the interviewer and participant to
investigate the experience and to place it in context. The first
interview establishes the context of the participants’
experience. The second allows participants to reconstruct
the details of their experience within the context. The third
interview extracts participants to reflections on the meaning
they associate with the experience. For practical issues such as
accessibility and time constraints, we have adapted the
structure to a single interview whose stages are loosely
structured around three main issues (“How did you get
here?”, “What is it like being you?”, “What meaning do you
make of it?”) within the contextual subject being researched.
Understanding context is essential to exploring the meaning
of an experience (Patton, 1989). Participants’ behavior
becomes meaningful and understandable when placed in the
context of their personal and professional lives and the lives of
those around them.
Interview stage 1: focused life history in context: “How
did you get here?”
In the first stage, the task is to put the participant’s experience
in context. This is done by asking the interviewee to relate as
much as possible about him or herself in light of the topic.
Within the context of their life history, avoid asking “Why did
you become a . . . [whatever the subject may be]?”. Instead,
ask how they came to be in their present contextual position.
By answering “how?” participants reconstruct a variety of
constitutive events (Seidman, 1998) in their past experience
that place their position in the subject of interest within the
context of their lives. The first interview stage serves a
secondary purpose of enabling the hermeneutic meaning-
making within the participant. Especially in B2B contexts,
where the participant is typically in her office and work
surroundings, the “buy-in” of the situation is crucial for both
participants and researchers.
Interview stage 2: the actual experience: “What is it like
being you?”
The purpose of the second stage is to focus on the specific
details of the participants’ present experience in the topic area
of the study. Participants are asked to reconstruct these
details. Participants are not asked for opinions but rather the
details of their experience, participants might be asked to
reconstruct a day in the context of the subject of interest. It is
this second stage where the researcher gains the most insight
into the participants’ lived experience. As informative as the
academic and extant literatures are, it is to be expected that
this stage of the interview will expose new elements that are
participant-specific.
Interview stage 3: reflection on the meaning: “What
does it mean to you?”
In the third stage, participants are asked to reflect on the
meaning of their experience. Because reflection clarifies and
deepens understanding, participants often will provide deeper
insights into the reasons for their decisions and actions than
expressed earlier. This permits participants to learn what they
really believe and feel related to the topics covered in the
study (Wilson and Woodside, 2001). The question of
“meaning” is not one of satisfaction or reward; rather, it
addresses the intellectual and emotional connections between
the participants’ involvement in the research subject and life.
The question might be phrased, “Given what you have said
about your life before you became a creative director in an
advertising agency and given what you have said about being
one now, how do you understand being one in your personal
and professional life? What sense does it make to you?”. This
question may take a future orientation; for example, “Given
what you have reconstructed, what do you see yourself doing
in the future?”. Making sense requires that the participants
look at how the factors in their lives interacted to bring them
to their present situation (Seidman, 1998). It also requires
that they look at their present experience in detail and within
the context in which it occurs. The combination of exploring
the past to clarify the events that led participants to where
they are now, and describing the concrete details of their
present experience, establishes conditions for reflecting upon
what they are now doing in their lives. The third stage can be
productive only if the foundation for it has been established in
the first two.
Even though it is in the third stage that researchers focus
on, the participants’ understanding of their experience is
reflected in all three stages. The process of putting experience
into language is a meaning-making process (Vygotsky, 1987).
When participants are asked to reconstruct details of their
experience, they are selecting events from their past and
imparting meaning to them in interview stage 3. Focus is
given to the research question in context, and the process of
making meaning becomes the center of attention.
Length of interviews
To accomplish the purpose of each of the three stages,
Schuman (1982) used a 90-minute format. An hour carries
with it the consciousness of a standard unit of time, two hours
seems too long to sit at one time. Given that the purpose of
this approach is to have the participants reconstruct their
experience, put it in the context of their lives, and reflect on
its meaning, anything shorter than 90 minutes seems too
short. It is important that the length of time be decided before
the interview begins.
The participants have a stake in the time allocation.
Especially in a B2B study, these are busy people who must
know how to schedule their lives. An open-ended time period
can produce undue anxiety (Seidman, 1998). At times it may
be appealing to go beyond the 90 minutes as the participant
addresses interesting issues. Although one might gain new
insights by going beyond the agreed time, usually a situation
of diminishing returns sets in.
Limiting interview time helps interviewers sharpen their
skills. If interviewers are dealing with a large number of
participants, they need to schedule their interviews so that
they can finish one and go on to the next. As they begin to
work with the immense amount of material that is generated
in in-depth interviews, they will appreciate having allotted a
limited amount of time to each (Seidman, 1998).
Validity and reliability
Every aspect of the structure, process, and practice of
interviewing can be directed toward the goal of minimizing
the interaction effect between researcher and participant.
Interaction between data gatherers and participants is
inherent in the nature of interviewing. It is also inherent in
most other research methodologies, despite the sophisticated
measures developed to control for it (Campbell and Stanley,
1963). One major difference between qualitative and
quantitative approaches is that researchers address the role
of the instrument, the human interviewer. Rather than view
the interaction as a negative, Seidman (1998) states that the
interviewer can be a smart, adaptable, flexible instrument,
able to respond to situations with skill, tact, and
understanding. Only by recognizing that interaction and
affirming its possibilities, can interviewers use their skills to
minimize the distortion (Patton, 1989) that can occur. The
three-stage interview structure incorporates features that
boost validity. It places participants’ comments in context,
reduces opportunities for idiosyncrasies and checks for
internal consistency. By interviewing a number of
participants, experiences can be compared and connected.
Hermeneutic data collection: interviewing
techniques
The ability to interview is not innate. Researchers can learn
techniques and skills of interviewing. The following is a
compilation of “best practices” from Seidman (1998),
McCracken (1988), and Wolcott (1981). Interviewers can
keep track of how well they are following these guidelines by
listening to the interview tapes and reviewing the transcripts.
This will ensure a continuous improvement in their skills.
Listen more, talk less
Listening is the most important skill in interviewing.
Interviewers must listen on at least three levels. First, they
must listen to what the participant is saying. They must
concentrate on the substance to make sure that they
understand it and evaluate whether what they are hearing is
as detailed and complete as they would like it to be. They
must concentrate so that they internalize what participants
say.
On a second level, interviewers must listen for what George
Steiner (1978) calls “inner voice”. An outer, or public, voice
always reflects an awareness of the audience. It is guarded, a
voice that participants would use if they were talking to a large
audience. Interviewers need to search for ways to get to the
inner voice. By taking participants’ language seriously,
without making them feel defensive about it, interviewers
can promote a level of contemplation more characteristic of
the inner voice.
On a third level, interviewers must listen while remaining
aware of the process as well as the substance. They must be
conscious of time, aware of the flow and attentive to the
purpose. They must also be sensitive to the participant’s
energy level and any nonverbal cues he or she may be offering.
Interviewers must stay alert for cues about how to move the
interview forward as necessary.
This type of active listening (Seidman, 1998) requires
concentration and focus beyond what we usually do in
everyday life. It requires that we restrict our normal instinct to
talk, but be ready to provide a directional correction when it is
needed.
Active listening is facilitated with tape-recordings and field
notes (Wolcott, 1990). Working notes help interviewers
concentrate on what the participant is saying. They help
keep interviewers from interrupting. A good way to appraise
listening skills is to transcribe an interview tape. If the
interviewer is listening well, his part will be short among the
longer paragraphs of the participant’s responses.
Finally, ask only real questions. A real question is one which
the interviewer does not already know or anticipate the reply.
Rather than ask questions that have anticipated responses, it
is recommended that the interviewer make a statement and
then ask the participant to react.
Follow-up and clarification questions
When interviewers talk in an interview, they usually ask
questions. The key to asking questions is to let them follow
from what the participant is saying (Seidman, 1998).
Although the interviewer comes with a basic question that
establishes the focus of the interview, the researcher also is
responsible for asking follow-ups, asking for clarifications, and
to move the interview forward by building on what the
participant has begun to share.
It is hard work to understand everything. Sometimes the
context or a reference is not clear. In everyday conversation,
we can let some things slide, but in interviewing such sliding
undermines the process. One question establishes the context
for the next. Not having understood something in an early
stage, might cause the interviewer to miss the significance of
something said later. In addition, asking for clarification
shows that the interviewer is listening.
It is important to understand experiences in the context of
time. A question like “Can you tell me again when that
happened?” is reasonable. Use the word again, to suggest that
you were just not attentive enough the first time around.
Interviewers should ask questions when discussion seems
incomplete or vague.
Most importantly, avoid interrupting participants when
they are talking. While the participant continues talking, write
down the key concept and follow up later, when doing so will
not interrupt the participant’s storyline.
Avoid leading questions
A leading question is one that influences the direction the
response will take. Sometimes the lead is in the intonation.
Sometimes it is in the wording, or the syntax, as when an
interviewer asks, “Did you really mean to do that?”.
Sometimes the lead is in the conclusion implied by the
question.
Ask open-ended questions
An open-ended question establishes the area to be explored
while allowing participants to take any direction they want. It
does not suppose an answer. There are at least two types of
open-ended questions that are relevant. One is what Spradley
(1979) calls the “grand tour” question (pp. 86-7), in which
the interviewer asks the participant to reconstruct a significant
segment of an experience. For example, in interviewing a
salesperson, an interviewer might say “Take me through a day
in your job”. There is also the mini-tour, in which the
interviewer asks the participant to reconstruct the details of a
more limited time span of a particular experience. For
example, an interviewer might ask a participant to talk about
a particular selling experience.
A second type of open-ended question focuses more on the
subjective experience of the participant than on the external
structure. A participant might begin to talk about her
experience in a sales negotiation. After asking her what
happened, the interviewer might ask her to talk about what
that experience was like for her. When interested in
understanding the participant’s subjective experience,
interviewers should often try asking the question, “What
was that like for you?”. As Schutz (1967) indicated, it is not
possible to experience what the participant experienced. The
closest we can come is to ask the metaphorical question
implied in the word “like”. When interviewers ask what
something was like for participants, they are giving them the
opportunity to reconstruct their experience according to their
own sense of what was important, unguided by the
interviewer (Yow, 1994).
Ebbs, flows, and focus
Keep participants focused on the subject of the interview. If
they start discussing experiences out of sequence, guide them
back to the topics of the current interview. The interviewer
must avoid a power struggle, but exercise enough control so
that participants respect the structure and individual purpose
of each of the three stages. Throughout the interview stages,
especially in the first two, ask for concrete details of a
participant’s experience before exploring attitudes and
opinions. The concrete details constitute the experience, the
foundation of the interview.
Ebbs and flows in interviews are natural. In-depth
interviewing may surprise participants because they may not
have had the opportunity to talk at length to someone outside
their social circle. As a result, they may become so engaged in
the first stage that they share personal details and feel
vulnerable (Spradley, 1979). Interviewers find that
participants may retract at the second stage and be less
willing to share as much as before. The researcher must be
careful not to press too hard for the type of sharing they
experienced before. The third stage allows participants to find
a zone of sharing within which they are comfortable, and
resolve the issue for themselves.
Participant reconstructing versus remembering
Avoid asking participants to rely on their memories. As soon
as interviewers ask if people remember something,
impediments to memory pop up (Tagg, 1985). Ask
participants not to remember their experience but rather to
reconstruct it. Ask directly “What happened?” or “What was
your first encounter with that supplier like?” instead of “Do
you remember what your first encounter with that supplier
was like?”. Interviewers can assume that participants will be
able to reconstruct their experience and thus avoid many of
the possible impediments to memory. In a way, all recall is
reconstruction (Thelen, 1989). In interviewing, it is better to
strive for reconstruction as directly as possible.
Use an interview guide cautiously
Some forms of interviewing depend on an interview guide
(Yow, 1994.) The interviewer arrives with preset questions to
which she wants answers or about which she wants to gather
data. This is not appropriate for in-depth interviewing, which
is designed to explore experiences and the meanings attached
to them. The questions most used in an in-depth interview
follow from what the participant has said. Nonetheless, in-
depth interviewers may want to develop an interviewing
guide. The basic structure of the interview is the question that
establishes the focus of each stage in the interview. However,
interviewers never come into an interview situation as clean
slates. They have interests, or they would not have chosen the
research topic they did. In addition, some participants will
require more prompting than others to go forward in the
reconstruction of their experience. Moreover, over the course
of a number of interviews, the interviewer may notice that
several participants have highlighted a specific issue, and the
interviewer may want to know how other participants have
responded to that issue. If interviewers decide to use an
interviewing guide, they must avoid manipulating their
participants to respond to it. Interviewers should ask
questions that reflect areas of interest to them in an open
and direct way, possibly acknowledging that the question
comes more from their own interest than from what the
participant has said. Interviewers must try to avoid imposing
their own interests on the experience of the participants.
Interviewers working with an interview guide must allow for
the possibility that what may interest them or other
participants may be of little interest to the person being
interviewed. Interview guides are useful but must be used
with caution.
Silence
Interviewers sometimes get impatient and uncomfortable with
silence. Be patient; give the participant time to reflect.
However too much silence leads to uneasiness so as in other
aspects of interviewing, there is a delicate balance between
jumping in too soon with a question and waiting too long in
silence. It is important to give your participant space to think,
reflect, and add to what he or she has said (Seidman, 1998).
This may take a second or two for some participants and 30
seconds for others.
Conclusion and final comments
The truly effective question flows from an interviewer’s
concentrated listening, and purpose in moving forward.
Sometimes an important question will start out as an
imprecise instinct which takes time to develop. Sometimes
the effective question reflects the interviewer’s own groping
for understanding. Effective questioning is bound by context.
The most important personal characteristic interviewers must
have is a legitimate interest in other people and their stories.
Seidman (1998) stresses the importance of adhering to the
three-part structure. Each stage serves a purpose both by itself
and within the series. Sometimes, in the first stage, a
participant may start to tell an interesting story about his or
her present situation; but that is the focus of the second stage.
It is tempting, because the information may be interesting, to
pursue the participant’s lead and forsake the structure of the
interview. To do so, however, can wear down the focus of each
stage and the interviewer’s sense of purpose. Each stage
comprises a large number of decisions that the interviewer
must make. The open-ended, in-depth inquiry is best carried
out in a structure that allows both the participant and the
interviewer to maintain a sense of focus of each interview
stage in the series. Each stage provides a foundation of detail
that helps illumine the next. Taking advantage of the
interactive and cumulative nature of the sequence of the
stages requires that interviewers stick to the purpose of each.
There is a logic to the stages, and to lose control of their
direction is to lose the power of that logic and the benefit from
it (Seidman, 1998). In the process of implementing the three
stage interview, the interviewer must maintain a balance
between providing enough openness for the participants to
tell their stories and enough focus to allow the interview
structure to work (McCracken, 1988). As much as you try,
maintaining the structure might not always be possible. The
next section discusses possible alternatives in such situations.
Researchers will have reasons for exploring alternatives to
the structure and procedures that we describe. As long as a
structure is maintained that allows participants to reconstruct
and reflect upon their experience within the context of their
lives, alterations to the three-stage interview structure and the
duration of interviews can certainly be explored. Too extreme
a bending of the form may result in failure to realize the
original intent. As yet, there are no absolutes in the world of
interviewing (Seidman, 1998).
Every research method has its limits and its strengths. In-
depth interviewing leads to a deeper understanding and
appreciation of the intricacies and coherence of people’s
experiences. It leads to a more conscious awareness of
environmental context. Most important, researchers gain an
appreciation for the value of story telling and for the
participants who live the stories.
The narratives we shape from the participants are
necessarily limited. Their lives go on; our presentations of
them are framed and reified. As illuminating as in-depth
interviews can be we still have to allow considerable tolerance
for uncertainty.
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